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The Carnival Arrives


The once-empty field now buzzed with activity as a glowing carnival loomed ahead. Tammy peered through the windshield, taking in the sight of brightly colored tents rising against the darkening sky. A mist crept across the ground, snaking around the carnival's perimeter and adding an unsettling atmosphere to the festive scene. 
"Are you sure about this?" Tammy asked, glancing at her friends in the rearview mirror. Her palms felt clammy on the steering wheel as memories of her childhood carnival accident flashed through her mind. The creaking of the Ferris wheel, the sudden lurch, and the terrifying moments suspended high above the ground—it all came rushing back. She had avoided carnivals ever since that day, when she'd been trapped on a malfunctioning ride for hours. Despite years passing, the thought still made her anxious.
Rhonda bounced in her seat. "Come on, Tam! It'll be fun. When's the last time we did something spontaneous?"
"Yeah, lighten up." Jake playfully punched Tammy's shoulder. "What's the worst that could happen?"
Tom leaned forward. "Statistically speaking, carnivals are relatively safe. The chances of anything truly dangerous occurring are minimal."
Tammy sighed, pulling into the makeshift parking lot. The uneven grass field was dotted with cars, their tires sinking slightly into the soft earth. Patches of bare dirt showed where vehicles had churned up the turf. "Fine, but we're not staying late. I've got an early class tomorrow."
As they approached the entrance, they heard the tinkling of a carnival tune, a haunting melody that seemed to beckon them closer. Tammy hesitated at the ticket booth, her eyes drawn to a faded poster warning of pickpockets and scam artists.
"One ticket, please," she said, fishing out her wallet.
The ticket vendor, a weathered old man with a scraggly white beard, peered at Tammy through thick glasses. He wore a faded red and white striped uniform with tarnished brass buttons barely clinging to the fabric. A toothpick protruded from the corner of his mouth, bobbing slightly as he spoke. The old man's eyes remained fixated on Tammy. "Enjoy your visit. And do mind the shadows, dearie. They tend to . . . move."
Tammy frowned, but before she could respond, Rhonda had grabbed her arm, pulling her through the turnstile. "Let's go! I want to try everything!"
The carnival sprawled before them, a labyrinth of tents and attractions. Flickering lights cast shadows, and the air smelled of buttered popcorn and something metallic that Tammy couldn't quite place.
As they wandered deeper into the carnival, Tammy's unease grew. She watched as a puppet show drew a small crowd, the marionettes' movements unnaturally fluid. A fortune teller's tent stood nearby, wisps of incense curling from its entrance.
"Step right up!" a booming voice called out next to them. "Test your strength, win a prize!"
Jake grinned, flexing his arms. "Watch this, ladies. I'll win you both the biggest stuffed animal they've got."
As Jake strutted towards the strongman game, Tammy turned, drawn by an inexplicable urge to look into the shadows between two tents. There, standing perfectly still, was a figure that sent fear through her body, leaving her skin prickling. The silhouette, unmistakably clown-like, seemed to defy the carnival's cheerful atmosphere.
A clown—no, a Joker—stood motionless, his painted face a mask of joy and malice. His eyes locked with Tammy's, and in that moment, the carnival around her seemed to fade away. The laughter and music became muffled, distant, as if she were underwater.
"Tammy?" Tom's voice broke the spell. "You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."
Tammy blinked, and the Joker was gone. "I'm fine," she lied, forcing a smile. "Just . . . thought I saw something."
As dusk fell, the carnival took on a more sinister air. The vibrant colors of the day bled into darker hues, and shadows seemed to stretch and twist of their own accord. Tammy noticed her friends acting strangely—moments of unnatural stillness, followed by bursts of energy.
"Did you hear that?" Tammy asked after a whisper flitted past her ear. She instinctively stepped closer to Tom.
Tom cocked his head, listening. "Hear what? It's just the usual carnival noise."
But it wasn't. Beneath the cheerful facade, Tammy could sense something wrong. As they passed the Hall of Mirrors, she glimpsed a painted face reflected in the warped glass.
The Joker was watching.
As they wandered through the carnival, Rhonda's eyes lit up at the sight of an ornate purple tent adorned with silver stars. A weathered wooden sign swung gently in the breeze, proclaiming "Madame Zara's Fortunes Told."
"Oh, we have to try this!" Rhonda tugged on Tammy's arm. "Come on, it'll be fun!"
Tammy hesitated, eyeing the tent warily. "I don't know, Rhonda. These things are usually just scams."
"Please? I'll even pay for yours."
With a sigh, Tammy relented. "Fine, but just a quick reading."
The four friends ducked into the tent, instantly enveloped by the heady scent of incense and the soft glow of candlelight. Richly colored tapestries adorned the walls, and a crystal ball sat atop a velvet-draped table in the center.
Seated behind the table was Madame Zara, an elderly woman with silver hair piled atop her head in an elaborate updo. Her dark eyes, rimmed with a black, smoky substance that ancient Egyptians might have used, seemed to pierce through each of them as they entered. Multiple bracelets clinked softly as she gestured for them to sit.
"Welcome, seekers," she said in a rough smoker’s voice. "Who shall be first to glimpse their future?"
Rhonda eagerly volunteered, sliding into the chair across from Madame Zara.
The fortune teller began to lay out a spread of tarot cards. She swayed rhythmically, chanting in a low, melodic tone while interpreting their meaning.
"I see . . . a journey," Madame Zara began, her fingers tracing the edges of the cards. "But beware, for danger lurks in the shadows. A test of will awaits you."
As she turned over the final card, a chill seemed to sweep through the tent. Rhonda's smile faltered, her earlier excitement dimming.
"What does that mean?" Rhonda asked.
"It means, my dear, that you must tread carefully in the days to come."
Jake snickered, elbowing Tom. "Ooh, spooky," he mocked in a stage whisper.
Rhonda shot him a glare before turning to Tammy. "Your turn.”
Reluctantly, Tammy took her place at the table. As Madame Zara began to shuffle the deck, the candles flickered violently. A gust of wind rustled the tapestries, despite the tent's closed flaps.
Madame Zara's hands trembled slightly as she laid out the cards. Her eyes widened as she turned over two cards in particular—the Fool and the Death cards.
The Fool card depicted a jester-like figure, eerily reminiscent of the clown Tammy had glimpsed earlier. The character danced precariously on a cliff's edge, with a maniacal grin on its painted face.
Madame Zara's voice quavered as she spoke. "The Fool, my dear, represents a journey into the unknown, but here . . . it's twisted. This Fool dances with danger, inviting chaos and destruction. And paired with Death . . ." She paused, her gaze shifting to the grim reaper figure on the adjacent card. "It speaks of a transformation, yes, but one born of suffering and loss. The shadows that stalk you . . . they hunger. Your very soul hangs in the balance."
The fortune teller leaned closer, her eyes boring into Tammy's. "Beware the Joker's game, child. For in his realm, the stakes are high. Your fate, and those of your friends, teeters on the edge of oblivion."
The tent fell silent. 
Jake chuckled. "Well, that got heavy fast. What happened to this being fun?"
Madame Zara opened her mouth to speak, but before she could utter a word, Rhonda's voice cut through the silence.
"Wait," she said, looking around in confusion. "Where's Tom?"
All eyes turned to the spot where Tom had been standing moments ago. The space was empty, with no sign of their friend.






  
  2
The Joker’s Game


"Tom?" Rhonda looked around the fortune teller's tent. "This isn't funny, Tom. Where are you?" 
She pushed aside the heavy velvet tent flap, stepping out into the carnival proper. The once cheerful atmosphere now felt oppressive; the lights glared too brightly, and the music had taken on a discordant quality.
"He can't have gone far," Jake said, running a hand through his hair. "Let's split up and look for him."
"No!" Tammy raised her hands in protest. "We need to stick together. Something's not right here."
They began to search, weaving through the carnival's maze-like layout. The cheerful chatter of other patrons seemed to fade away, replaced by an eerie silence punctuated only by the distant, tinny carnival music. Tammy couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched.
As they rounded a corner, a chilling laugh echoed through the air. It started low, then built to a maniacal crescendo that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.
"Do you hear that?" Rhonda's face was as pale as moonlight. Before anyone could respond, Rhonda let out a terrified scream. "There! Look!"
Tammy saw what had caught Rhonda's attention. The Joker, his painted face more grotesque than ever, was dragging a struggling figure towards a dilapidated tent. Even from a distance, Tammy recognized Tom's terrified face.
"Tom!" Jake shouted, already breaking into a run. His sneakers pounded against the uneven ground as he sprinted towards them.
But it was too late. The Joker's impossibly wide grin seemed to stretch even further as he yanked Tom into the tent. A faded sign hung above the entrance: "The Cursed Coaster."
As they reached the tent, panting and out of breath, the Joker emerged alone. His movements were like those of a marionette controlled by unseen strings. He bowed with exaggerated flair.
"Welcome, welcome!" The words rolled off his tongue like honey laced with poison. "So glad you could join our little game." His eyes locked onto Tammy. "Especially you, my dear. I do so love a skeptic."
Tammy swallowed hard, forcing her voice to remain steady as she demanded, "Where's Tom?"
The Joker's laugh grated against her ears like nails on a chalkboard. "Oh, he's just the first piece on our game board. The real question is: are you willing to play to get him back?"
Jake stepped forward, his fists clenched at his sides. "This isn't a game, you freak. Give him back!"
"Ah, but everything's a game, my hotheaded friend," the Joker said, wagging a finger. His nail was long and yellow, more claw than human appendage. "Life, death, love, fear—all just moves on a cosmic chessboard. And now, you're all my pawns."
He snapped his fingers. Suddenly, the carnival around them seemed to shift and warp. The carnival rides and games that had looked harmless before now seemed threatening. The very ground beneath their feet seemed to undulate, making Tammy nauseated.
"The rules are simple," the Joker continued, his voice taking on a sing-song quality. "Complete my
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